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Abstract. Standard type systems are not sufficiently expressive when applied to
low-level memory-management code. Such code often uses some form of strong
update (i.e. assignments that change the type of the affected location) and needs to
reason about the relative position of objects in memory. We present a novel type
system which, like alias types [20], provides a form of strong update, but with the
advantage that it does not require the aliasing pattern to be statically described. It
also provides operations over sequential memory locations and allows covariant
reference casts. We then show how this hew type system can be used to implement
a type-safe stop&copy garbage collector that can properly collect cyclic data-
structures. More specifically, we show how to write a two-generations collector
for a language with mutablef cells.

1 Introduction

As the technology of certifying compilation and proof carrying code [13, 1, 6] has
progressed, the need to ensure the safety of the runtime system has increased. After all,
if you go through the trouble of writing a foundational proof of safety of your code, you
would rather not trust an unverified conservative garbage collector (GC) with your data.
For this reason, it is very important to be able to write a type-safe GC, but the state of
the art in this matter is still completely impractical since they cannot even handle cyclic
data-structures. This paper’s main goals are thus:

— Show that, in order to type-check a GC that can collect cyclic data-structures, the
type system has to provide a form of strong update that can change the type of a
location even if the set of aliases to this location is completely unknown.

— Present a type system that provides such a facility. This type system allows the
programmer to choose any mix of linear or intuitionistic typing of references and
to change this choice over time to adapt it to the current needs.

— Implement the first type-preserving GC that properly collects cycles and the first
generational GC that allows the mutator to use destructive assignment.
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Traditional type systems are not well-suited to reason about type-safety of low-level
memory management such as explicit memory allocation, initialization, deallocation, or
reuse. Existing solutions to these problems either have a very limited applicability or
rely on some form ofinearity constraint. Such constraints tend to be inconvenient and
a lot of work has gone into relaxing them. For example, the alias types system [20]
is able to cleanly handle several of the points above, even in the presence of arbitrary
aliasing, as long as the aliases can be statically tracked by the type system.

The reason why it is challenging to show type-safety of low-level memory man-
agement is that for this kind of code, the line betwégre-safetyand correctnesss
blurred: we end up having to prove some non-trivial properties about the code just to
show its type-safety. For example, type-safety of a generational GC depends on the cor-
rect processing of the remembered-set (a data-structure holding the set of pointers from
the old generation to the new).

An alternative approach would be to use Hoare logic [8] to show the correctness of
the low-level code and then provide a type-safe interface to it. But it is not clear how
the two would interact, especially when the low-level code might be spread over a lot
of code, as is the case for the code that maintains the remembered-set in the mutator.
Furthermore as we start to encode more properties into our type systems than basic type-
safety, the difficulties we are seeing here will start to appear for more mundane code
as well. This tendency can already be seen in the Vault project which uses an approach
taken from alias-types to prove other properties of their code than just type-safety.

The present work is thus an attempt to provide a middle ground between Hoare logic
and simple type-systems. Additionally to the above stated goals, we make the following
contributions:

— A language that can seamlessly combine the benefits of traditiotétionistic
references anlihear references at the same time.

— We introduce type cast and strong update operations that work in the absence of
any static aliasing information.

— The language also offers the ability to iterate over the objects contained in a se-
guential area of memory.

— We show how the technique described in [16] of using the calculus of inductive
constructions (CiC) as our type language to track other properties than just type-
safety can be used to track properties of state.

Section 2 introduces the problem of cyclic data-structures as well as two type sys-
tems on which our work is built. Section 3 presents the problems that have pushed us
to develop this system. Section 4 describes our new language. Section 5 shows how we
use it to write a generational GC. We then discuss related work a conclude.

2 Background

2.1 Cyclic structures

In the course of writing theopy routine of a garbage collector, we discovered that al-
though current type systems can handle the case where the graph is acyclic, generalizing



the code to properly handle cycles proves difficult. After experimenting with various al-

gorithms, it became clear that the problem is more fundamental: current type systems

are unable to type-check generic code that can build arbitrary cyclic data-structures.
To see this, let us look at a classic example, a datatype for doubly-linked lists:

datatype « dlist = Node of « * « dlist ref x « dlist ref

The SML type system allows us to declare this datatype and write functions to manip-
ulate it, but does not offer us any way to create such an object: we need a base case. So
let us take another example, with a base case:

datatype « tree = Node of « | Branch of « tree ref * « tree ref

This time, we can construct such trees since we do have a base case, but only if we
have an object of the proper type More specifically, in order to create a cyclic data-
structure, we always need a base case to start from, even if the data-structure we want to
get in the end does not contain any node of this base case any more. Which means that
a generic routine such as an unpickler or a copying GC needs to be able to construct
from scratch the base case of any type that could be involved in a cyclic data-structure.
In the tree example above, that means creatitngde of « for any a.. Clearly this is
not possible.

OCaml provides special support to build cyclic data-structures such a#thex-
ample above using a construct similarva rec n = Node(0, n,n). This helps for
specific code, but is of no use for generic code since it only works for pre-determined
cycles, whereas a copying GC simply does not even know when it is creating cycles.

Type systems that can decouple allocation from initialization are key to solving this
problem, but none of the systems developed so far are sufficiently flexible to handle the
case of a generic function suchasickle. More specifically, none of them know how
to handle the case where the pointer to the allocated objeetpesi.e. is passed around
and stored at arbitrary locations) before the object is initialized: when we allocate a new
object, we obviously know its one and only alias, but we cannot initialize it because
some of the values might not exist yet, and by the time we are done unpickling the
children such that initialization can take place, there can be any number of aliases and
we do not statically know them because the function is generic.

In order to type-check a practical copying GC, we need a new type system that
is able to update the type (e.g. from uninitialized to initialized) of all the aliases to a
particular object even when those aliases are not statically known.

2.2 Regions

Region-based type systems [18, 3] are the most practical systems offering type-safe
explicit memory management. They provide a solution to the problem of safe deallo-
cation, with a minimum of added constraints. Even though they do not offer any help
when trying to type-check low-level code such as object initialization, their practicality
makes them very attractive as a starting point. The idea behind region calculi is to man-
age memory at the level of regions (groups of objects), to annotate the type of every



(kindg k:=Q|R (heaptypg U :=e |V, v.ni> o
(regiong p =171 | v (typeeny I :=e |l z:0
(typeg o u=tl|int|oxo|oatp (kindeny A :=e|A t:x

| V[A{©}(5) — 0 (regioneny © == | O, p

(valueg v =i (v,v) | v | AJA{O}T).e

(operationg op ::= v | m;v | put[p] v | get v

(termsg e ==v[0](0) | haltv|letz =opine|setv:=v;e
| letr = newrgn in e | freergn p;e

Fig. 1. Syntax of a region-based language.

pointer with the region that it references, and to only provide bulk deallocation of a
whole region at a time.

Figure 1 shows how such a language might look ljiet]p] v allocatesv in region
p; get v dereferences; newrgn creates a new region afieeergn deallocates ity.n is
a pointer to thex'" object in regionv created byput and has type at v if the object
referenced has type (i.e. ¥(v.n) = o). Functions have typ€[A]{©}(¢) — 0; they
are fully closed and we use continuation passing style, so they never return (hence the
— 0 in the type);A is the list of type (and region) parametegs{ists the regions that
need to be live at the time of the call; aidists the type of the value parameters. A
function callv[7](7) passes typeg and valuess to functionwv. !

Here is a sample function that creates a cyclic node ofrtieedatatype presented
previously, assuming the language has been extended with support for datatypes:

mktree[r, t|{r}(z:t,k : V[r,t]|{r}((treet) at r) — 0)
= let n = put[r] (Node z) in
set n := Branch n n; k[r, t](n)

The function is parameterized over typand region and expects an argumenof
typet (which is only used temporarily to create the dumi¥iyde) and a continuation
argumentk. The put operation does the allocation while teet operation does the
initialization. The (omitted) kind of is R and the kind of is 2. If k’s type had{} in
place of{r}, it would force us to deallocate the regiemefore calling it and it would
maken into a dangling pointer, which is allowed because liveness of the region is only
needed and checked when dereferencing gath

2.3 Alias types

The alias-types system [17, 20] was developed precisely to handle low-level code such
as object initialization, memory reuse, and safe deallocation at the object level. To do
that, the type of pointers is changed to carry no information about the type of the refer-
enced object. Instead, the type of a pointer is just the location it is pointing to, so it does

! Region calculi are not necessarily using fully closed functions and continuation passing style
like we do here, but a direct-style presentation is more complex, as is the correct treatment of
closure allocation.
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i (typeeny I' :=e |, z:0
location = /
Et pes gg“—:”il:n\y (kindeny A ::=e|At:k
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|V[Al{©}(@) — 0

(valueg v u=zl|i|v| AJA{O}T).e

(operationg op ::= v | v

(termsg e ==v[d](0) | haltv |letz = opine|setmv :=v;e
|let (r,z) = newnine|free p;e

Fig. 2. Syntax of an alias-types language.

not need to change when the location’s type or liveness changes. While it provides a lot
of power when dealing with low-level code, it relies on an amount of static information
which is rarely available in general and definitely not available in our copying GC.

Figure 2 shows the syntax of a very simple alias-types language. It can be thought
of as a region-based language where the pointers can only point to regions rather than
to objects inside them and where regions have been turned into tpptesidget have
disappeared and the environmd@ntmapping locations to their types has been merged
into ©. When dereferencing a pointer of typewe thus have to check the liveness and
the type of the corresponding location by looking pin ©. let (r,z) = newnine
allocates a new object of sizeand returns the location as both a vaiuend a type-.

We could also have done this for regions so as to distinguish between the region type
and the region value passedpat at runtime, but we conflated the two for simplicity.

Here is a sample code that takes a value of tyard creates an infinite list of this
element (a 1-element circular list):

mklist[e, t]{e}(x : t,k:V][e, t,r]{e,7 — (t,r)}(r) — 0)
=let (r,n) =new2in
set mon 1= x; set min = n; ke, t, r](n)

The argument has kindHeap and means that the function accepts an arbitrary
heap as input, whereas the type of the continuatishows that the returned heapxis
extended with a circular node at locatiorSincenew only knows about the size of the
object, it can only do allocation and the type at locatias originally set to(int, int)
and is then incrementally updated by eaet operation tq(¢, int) and then(¢, r).

The ability to update a location’s type is the key power of alias-types. But for that it
relies crucially on the fact that the type system should be able to keep track of pointer
values. In particular, the types need to statically but precisely describe the shape of the
heap. Witness the fact in the above example that the type of the circular list is not just
list t but instead explicitly describes a 1-element cycle and thus disallows any other
shape. The type language of [20] is much richer than what we show here, but that does
not help when the shape of the heap is simply not known statically.



2.4 Calculus of constructions

The calculus of inductive constructions (CiC) [14] that we use as our type language is
an extension of the calculus of constructions (CC) [2], which is a higher-order typed
logic. CC can encode Church’s higher-order predicate logic via the Curry-Howard iso-
morphism [9]. Understanding the details of this language is not necessary for this paper.
Suffice it to say that it is a powerful typedcalculus where\-terms have types of the
form Ilz : ¢. o which subsume both the usual arrow and the universal quantifier. Its in-
ductive definitions are like datatypes, with elimination constructs which combine case
analysis with a fixpoint operation. To know a bit more about CiC, see the appendix A.

3 Motivating example

The simple type-preserving GCs developed until now have a few important limitations.
The most important one is that cyclic garbage is not properly collected. Another lim-
itation is that generational collectors do not allow the mutator (i.e. the code that uses
the GC) to create references from the old region to the young via destructive assign-
ment. We want to lift those two restrictions, since they make those type-preserving GCs
impractical.

3.1 Simple type-preserving GC

The basic idea of a type-preserving GC, proposed by Wang and Appel [22], is to layer
a stop&copy collector on top of a region calculus, where the whole heap is placed in
a single region and where thepy function copies the heap from tfi®@m region to a
newto region and then frees tHeomregion.

Because the type of the heap contains region annotations which will necessarily
be different before copying than after, thepy function cannot just be of type— ¢
but instead has to be of the foridr(t) — My (¢t) wheret represents what should
be preserved while th&/ type function annotates it with details that the mutator does
not care about. Furthermore, in order to work correctly,dbyg routine might require
things like tag bits, mark bits or in case of generational GC it will need to make sure the
mutator obeyed the generation barriers and provides a correct remembered set. All those
added constraints will need to be somehow encodéd isincecopy has obviously no
control overt.

A good way to look at it is that is a high-level, GC-oblivious type of the heap,
while Mg (t) is the low-level representation with all the added details necessary for
the correct functioning of the GC. The two will generally not be of the same Kind;
might for example correspond to the type used in the high-level source language of the
mutator code.

The simplest case is a bare-bones stop&copy GC with a source language that only
supports integers and pairfe. might then look like the following, wherg& is the current
region holding the heap:

Mpg(int) = int
MR(Tl X 7'2) = (MR(Tl) X MR(T2)) at R



In the case of a 2-generation collector, the heap will be spread over 2 refidos:
the nursery and for the old generation)/ will now have to enforce that there cannot
be any pointer back fro® to Y by only allowing(Mo v (71) X Mo,y (m2)) atY and
(Moyo(ﬁ) X MO’O(Tz)) at O:

MO,A(int) =int
Mo, a(11 x ) = 3Ire{0, A}.(Mo (1) x Mo »(12)) atr

In this definition, A is expected to be either equal @ or Y depending on whether
pointers toY are allowed at this place.

3.2 Generational collection

We want to create a simple yet usable type-preserving generational GC. In order to be
usable, it needs to be able to properly handle cycles in the heap and it needs to allow
the mutator to use destructive assignment, even if that means creating pointers back
from the old generation to the nursery. The traditional way to deal with such pointers
is to keep track of all of them in emembered-sgbut for simplicity, we will restrict
mutability to ref-cells, as is done in SML, and place all those ref-cells in a separate
region which will thus play the role of a degenerate remembered-set.

Compared to the situations outlined in the previous section, the heap is now spread
over three regionst” for the nursery( for the old generation ang for the ref-cells.
So that the collection of can take place without having to scén we need to make
sure that there is no pointer fro@to Y. l.e. pointers fron¥” and R can point to any
of Y, O or R but pointers fromO can only point toO or R. Our M type function
which maps high-level types to their low-level representation will again have to enforce
this constraint. If our high-level types include integers, ref-cells and pafrspuld be
defined as follows:

MnyvO,A(int) = int
My ro,a(refr) = Myroy(r)atR
MY,R,O,A(Tl X Tg) = HT‘E{O,A}.(MY’R’O’T(Tl) X MY,R,O,r(TQ)) atr

Here A is expected to be either equald@oor toY and My, .0 4(T1 X 72) is the type of
a pair that can be allocated either@nor in A and whose children (and grand-children,
etc...) might also refer additionally t8 orto Y.

The GC code that copies objects from the nurdéty the old spacé takes the type
of the heag, the regions”, O, andR, and the heap itseli: My r o0,y (t) as well as a
continuationk. It first copies everything reachable from the radgbut only withinY") to
O. Then scans all the ref-cells, considered as extra roots, and copies anything reachable
from them as well. Finally, it free¥ and creates a new nursery before returning to the
continuationk. It could look like the following:

GC[t:QT]{Y, ]%7 O}(h : Mnyyoyy(t), k... )
=let h = copy[t,Y, R,O](h) in

lett’,x = first Rin

let - = redirect[t’, Y, R, O](z) in

freergn Y;let Y = newrgn in k[Y, R, O](h)



where thecopy function should simply do a generic deep copy, but only within the
bounds ofY” and theredirect function should scan th& region, redirecting any pointer
to theY region to a copy of that object 0. The type of the new root pointérreturned

by copy can be described @y r 0.0 (t).

In order to be able to fre& at the end of the collection, we need to keep track
somewhere at the type-level of the fact that pointerR ithat have been redirected can
only point toO or to R but not toY any more. Indeed, as the redirection is taking place
the type ofh keeps changing gradually until the end when it becomes equivalent to
Mo r,0.0(t) and thus independent frol. If b is the boundary between what has been
redirected and what has not, then we can wWiit€'y z 0,0.»(t) WhereC' is defined as:

Cy,r,0,4,(iNt) = int
Cy,ro,ap(refT) = letr =if (beforeb) OY in Cy go,ru(7) at R
Cy,r,0,4(T1 X T2) = Ire{0, A}.(Cy,r,0,r4(T1) X Cy,R,0,rp(T2)) &L T

This is almost the same as the previddsexcept for the addedparameter and the case
of ref where the object reachable from the ref-cell will have either ¥pe: 0.0.5(7)
or Cy,r,0,v,»(7) depending on whether they have been redirected or not.
The above presentation is sloppy and simplistic but already requires unusual fea-
tures from the language:

— Thebefore btestin the definition o'y, z, 0, 4,5 (ref 7) obviously needs to know not
just the region in which the object is located but its actual location, which implies
that object locations need to be reflected in the pointer type.

— The new operatiofirst (as well asfnext which will be needed insideedirect), that
allows the code to scan the regiéh should return both a new pointerand a new
typet’ wherez is expected to be of typ€'y, z,0,v,»(t'). But this is only safe if we
know that all objects in the relevant section have a type of the Gy o v, (7).

— Since the type ofi, indexed by the boundary keeps changing as the boundary
moves, we need to be able to update its type when the assignmentopy]..](..)
moves the boundary, even though we do not know anything about the aliasing rela-
tionship betweer andh.

The exact same three issues appear when trying to write a Cheney-style stop&copy
GC where thdo region is used as a queue and needs to be scanned and redirected in
very similar ways.

4 Typed regions

Our new system of typed regions solves all of those problems. It can be thought of as
a hybrid between alias-types and the calculus of capabilities [3] supplemented with the
calculus of inductive constructions (CiC), similarly Xg; [16]. Where alias-types rely
on alinear map of live locations’ types and the calculus of capabilities relies on a linear
set of live regions, we rely on a linear map of regions’ types.

In a typical region calculus, the type of the object reachable from a pointer (its
target) is entirely given by the type of the pointer. In contrast, in the alias-types system,



(kinds) k =Q|Rk|k—k (heaptypg ¥ :=e |V, v.n+—> T
(regiong p u=r|v (typeeny I :=e |l z:0
(typeg o,p,7 :=t|int|oc xo|Tatp.n (kindeny A :=e|A t:k

| V[A{©}(&) — 0 (regioneny © ::=e | O, p—(p,n)

(valueg v u=a|i] (v,v) |vn| A[A{OHT).e

(operationg op ::= v | mv | put[p, 7] v | get v

(terms e == v[@|(¥) | haltv|letz = opine|setv:=v;e
| letr = newrgn ¢ in e | freergn p; e

Fig. 3. Syntax of the core of our language.

the type of the pointer does not provide any direct information about the type of the
target; instead, the target's type is kept in a linearly manageel mapndexed by the
pointer’s type, which is the singleton type holding the object’s location. Our new type
system mixes the two, such that the pointer’s type holds both the location and some
information (called théntended typgabout the object to which it points, while the
remaining information is kept in a map of regions’ types. The type of a region is a
function that maps an object’s location and its intended type to its actual type.

4.1 Overview

The syntax of a trimmed down version of our language, shown in Fig. 3, looks like the
simple region calculus presented before, except for the following differences:

— The region environmert® now contains not only a list of live regions, but a map
from live regions to their type and sizen.

— Pointer types have the format p.n rather than just at p, wheren is the offset
inside the region. Such a pointer does not point to an object oftypestead, we
force an indirection through the regions’ type such that the target's typgisn 7.
Think of 7 as theintended typeof the location while©(p) maps those intended
types to their actual value at any particular time.

— The region kind now takes a parametetf p: R &, then the region’s type will be
of kind Nat — x — 2 and the termr in 7 at p.n will have to have kindk.

— Just as before, a valuen has typg(¥(v.n)) at v.n but ¥'(v.n) can now be of any
kind rather than only?.

— put takes an additional parameterand returns a pointer of type at p.n after
checking thabv: O (p) n 7.

— setis now a strong update: it changes the type of the locatianwdich has kind
k — . This type needs to be provided because there are many valid choices and
they are not all equivalent.

— newrgn now takes a parameterwhich is the initial type of the region.

A region’s type©(p) which ignores the location parametecorresponds to a clas-
sical intuitionistic region system where aliases cannot be distinguished; pointer types



will then typically be of the formdn.r at p.n since static tracking of is unnecessary.
On the other hand, if the type ignores theparameter, then it enjoys properties more
like those of linear systems such as alias-types: you have to statically keep track of the
exact locatiom, you can abstract away the intended type by usihgat p.n, and you
can change the type of a location without any regard to its previous use. The strength
of our system resides in the fact that we can choose at any point from a continuum of
options between those two extremes.

As mentioned, this system solves the three problems we have encountered when
trying to code our generational GC: Thefore b test can simply compateto the offset
n of the pointer since itis now carried in its type; Since all objects in a region have a type
of the form©(p) n ¢, setting the region’s type to something likemakes sure thdirst
indeed returns a pointer to an object of typé ); Finally, since® is managed linearly
and since all memory accesses have to look up the target’s typewe can globally
update the type of objects when we move the boundary by updating the corresponding
type in©.

4.2 The language

The syntax of the full language is shown in Fig. 4. The language uses continuation
passing style and fully closed functiosertandptmtogether form the pure type system
corresponding to CiC. All our types are actually terms of this languag&asdctually
defined as an inductive definition in Ci@/, ¥, T, A, © are environments used in the
typing rules.

The region spec stored in the region environnt@ris either the type of the region
together with its sizé€y, n) or the set of regions for which this region can be an alias.
This is used when it is not statically known into which region a reference will point, in
which case, the reference will have typec g. at r.n.

Values can be integers, paif@(v) : o x o), referencesi{n : 7 at v.n), existential
packages{(p, v): 3t: x.c), region existential package&(v) : 3r € g.o) and functions.
The terms do the following:

;v select from a tuple.

put[p, 7] v: allocate an object in regionp.

get v: return the object pointed to hy

cast[P] v: safely change the type ofaccording to proof.

v[F](¥): make a tail-call to functiom.

halt v: halt the machine.

let z:0 = op in e: bind variablex as you would expect.

setv = v; e: do a strong updatez describes the new type of the location.

let » = newrgn ¢ in e: allocate a new region of type.

freergn p; e: free the regiom.

cast[P] p — ¢; e: safely change the type of regi@rto ¢, with proof P.

let (¢,x) = open v in e: unpack the existential into ¢t andz.

let (r, z) = openrgn v in e: unpack the region existentialinto r andz.

iffirst p (z,t . ) (e): test whethep is empty and selects the corresponding branch. If
non-empty;: is bound to a pointer to the first object antb its type.
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(sort) s == Kind | Kscm | Ext
(ptm) @,T,R,P:::s|x\)\x:go.cp\goap\l'[mznp..go
| Ind(z: 0){$} | Ctor (i, ¢) | Elim[p, ¢](»){F}

(memory M =e|Muvn—ov

(heaptypg ¥ :u=e|U,vnr—rT

(type eny I ==e|lz:0

(kind eny A =e|At:k

(regioneny © :=e|0,p—0

(regionspeg 0 = (p,n)|p

(regiong p:Rk =71V

(types c:Q =int|oxo|Tatp.n|3t:ko|Irepo|V[A{O}F) —0
(values v =il (0,0) [vn ] (p0) | (p,v) | NAHOHT).
(operationg op :=wv|muv|putlp, 7] v|getw |cast[P]v

(termsg e u=v[@|(7) | haltv|letz:oc =opine|setv:Eve

| letr = newrgn o in e | freergn p; e | cast[P] p — ;e
| let (t,z) = openwvine|let (r,z) = openrgnvine
|iffirst p (z,t . e) (e) | ifnextv+i (z,t . e) (e)

Fig. 4. Syntax of the language

ifnext v+i (x,t . e) (e): similarly, give a pointer to the next object pastf any. i is
the size of the object pointed to lyand thus skipped by the operation.

We have decided to manipulate whole objects rather than words and not to split
allocation from initialization. It is easy to change the language to progilde, load,
andstore instead ofput, get, andset, but the typing rules become more verbose and
so does the code in our examples.

The operational semantics of the language are shown in Fig. 5. The machine state
is define as the 4-tuplg\/; ©; ¥; ¢) where® is only used when checking the size of a
region iniffirst andifnext, andW is only used to provide the type of the pointer in those
same two operations. Instead of checking the siz®,imve could look upM (v.n) to
see if it exists, which would get us rid 6, but that would move us further away from
a realistic implementation.

The typing rules are given in the appendix, together with statements of type sound-
ness and complete collection properties.

5 Generational collection

As suggested earlier, we will use a simple form of generational collection, so as to side-
step the issue of keeping track of the back references from the old generation to the
nursery. So our source language is restricted to the following types: integers, immutable
pairs, reference cells.
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(M; ©; W vn[F)(T))

whereM (v.n) = NEr[{O @ia)e o MO Vield /1))
(M;0;U;letz =vine) = (M;0;¥; e[v/x])
(M;0;V;letx = m;(vi,v2) ine) = (M; 0; ¥;e[v;/x])

(M;0,v+—(p,n); ¥, :>(M,1/.n»—>v;@,1/»—>(go,n+1);

letz = put[y, 7] vine) U vn— 1;e[v.n/z))
(M;0;¥;letz =getv.nine) = (M;0;V;e[M(v.n)/z])
(M;©;V;letx = cast[P]vine) = (M;0;¥;e[v/z])

(M;©;¥;let (t,z) = open (p,v)ine) = (M;0;V;e[p,v/t,z])

(M;©;;let (r,z) = openrgn (v,v) ine) = (M; 0; ¥;e[v,v/r, z])

(M;©;V;letr = newrgn ¢ in e) = (Mwheerzy'_;(D’O?r)L’(g’)e[V/r])

(M;©; U;freergn v; e) = (M\v; ©\v; ¥\v;e)

(M;0,v (¢’ ,n); ¥;cast|P] v — p;e) = (M;0,v—(p,n); ¥;e)
(M;0,v—(¢',n'); U;setv.n £ vie) = (M,v.n—v;0,v—(upd ¢’ no,n');V;e)
( it O(v) = (12,0)

M;0; ¥; _ (M85 ¥5e0)
iffirst v (x,t . e1) (e2)) (M;0;9;e1[r,v.0/t,z]) where¥ (v.0) =
(M;0;Y; (M;0;V; ez if ©(v) = (p,n+1)
ifnext v.n+i (x,t . e1) (e2)) (M;0; ¥ ei[r,v.n+1/t,z]) where¥(v.n+1) =7

Fig. 5. Operational semantics of the language.

We will use three regions? is the old generatior, is the nursery an@® contains
all the ref-cells and only ref-cells. Thug can act as a degenerate form of remembered
set. We require that pointers frofhcan only point taO or R but not toY'.

The type of our variables have the shafe r,y (7) defined below:

Mo, g, a(int) = int

Mo r,a(refT) = 3n:Nat.rat R.n

Mo r.a(m1 x 72) = Ire{0, A}.3In:Nat.(r1, 72) at r.n
The regions’ types while the mutator is running look like:

Y = AnA(t1,t2). Mo ry (t1) X Mo r,y (t2)
O~ )\R.)\(tl,tg).MO7R7o(t1) X MO,R,O(tQ)
R — )\n.)\t.MO’R’y(t)

and while a collection copying objects fromto O is in progress and pointers i are
redirected from” to O, the type ofR is the following:

R— Mntletr =ifm >nthenOelseY in Mo g, (t)
The top-level code of the GC code that copies objects from the nuyserthe old

spaceO is shown in figure 6. We omit type parameters that are obvious from context
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(* Inductive definition of the source-level types. *)
Inductive Q7 : Kind := int: Q" | ref: Q" — Q7 | pair: Q7 — Q" — Q7

(* Mapping types from source-level to low-level. *)
typedef M, . t = case ¢ of int = int
| reft = dn:Nat.t atr.n
| pairty t2 = 3be{o,a}.In:Nat.(t1,t2) at b.n

(* Type of a region holding tuples, like o and y. *)
typedef TllpRgH ora = )\n.A(t1,t2).Mo7T7a(t1) X Mo’na(tg)

(* Type of a region holding ref cells, during redirection. *)
typedef RefRgn or y b = An.At.leta =if (b > n) oyin Mo a(t)

(* Type of the continuation passed to the GC. *)
typedef gecont = V[y:R (Q7 x Q7)|{.. . }(z: Mo ry(t)) — 0

(* A deep copy function not shown here. *)
copy : V[t:Q7,b:Nat,.. ]{.. }(Mo,ry(t)) = Moro(t)

(* Main entry point. h is the root pointer and t is its type. *)
GC[t:Q7,...]
{y — (TupRgn o r y,my),0 — (TupRgn o r o,mo),r — (An.Xt.Mo (t), mr)}
(h: M,y y(t), k: gccont)
= let h = copy[t,0,y,r,0](h) in
iffirst r then z, ¢’ . redirect[t,0,t',y,r, 0](x, h, k) else GCtail[t, y, T, o](h, k)

(* Code to execute at the end of GC when redirection is done. *)
GCtail[t:Q7, . . .]
{y — (TupRgnory,my),o— (TupRgnor o,m,),r — (RefRgnor y m,,m,)}
(h:Mo,ro(t), k: gccont)
= freergn y;
let y = newrgn (A_: (Q7 x Q7).int) in
castl...] r — (An.At.Mo, 4 (t));
cast[...] y — (TupRgnor y);
kly](cast]...: Moro(t) < Mo y(t)] h)

(* Loop through the ref cells, redirecting ptrs from y to o. *)
(* h is the root pointer that we need to pass back to GCtail . *)
(* « is the boundary pointer that sweeps through r. *)
redirect[t: Q7 b:Nat, ¢ : Q",...]
{y — (TupRgn o r y,my),o — (TupRgn o r o,m,),r — (RefRgnor y b,m,)}
(z:tatr.b,h: M, o(t'), k:gccont)
= set 2 copylt,b,y, ol (y, get x));
cast...] r — (RefRgnory (b+1));
ifnext z+1 then z,t . redirect[t, b+1,t,y, 7, 0](x, h, k) else GCtail[t, y, r, o](h)

Fig. 6. Generational GC

and use direct-style rather than continuation passing style where convenient, to make the
code more readable. The code of tlapy function is not shown and requires additions
to our language which are outside the scope of this paper.
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Since the types of regions themselves refer to those regions, there is a circularity
problem when we create a region that prevents us from creating the region with its
proper type. InGCtail we show how to work around this problem usicest: we first
createY with a dummy type, and then cast it to the desired type (the proof needs to
show that the new type preserves the type of all objects in the region; this is trivial since
the region is empty). The language could allow the type of a new region to refer to
that new region, but that would still not help when creating several regions whose types
refer to each other.

6 Related work

The calculus of capabilities [3] was the first calculus that tried to provide safe explicit
memory deallocation while allowing dangling pointers. The linear handling of our re-
gions was strongly influenced by that work. But they did not attempt to provide any
form of strong update or to solve any of the other problems related to low-level mem-
ory management.

Alias types [17, 20] also have a lot in common. In that work, strong update is the
only form of update available. Separating object initialization from allocation is very
easy, as is explicit deallocation and memory reuse. But the calculus keeps the notion of
location abstract, preventing any reasoning on the relative position of memory objects.
Also the flexibility comes at the cost of requiring a static description of all the possible
aliases of the object being assigned to. This information is often simply not available.

The Vault language [4] takes the work on alias types and tries to both extend it and
give it a surface syntax (so as to enable to programmer to give that needed aliasing
information). In the first paper, they mostly show how to integrate classical intuition-
istic references with alias-types-style statically tracked references. They also show that
tracking references to region objects allows an alias-type system to subsume a region
type system. The main limitation compared to our work is that you have to choose once
and for all whether a reference should be intuitionistic or lineartfiaeked.

In the second paper [5] they try to address that limitation by introducing the notions
of adoptionwhich allows the user to make a linear reference intuitionistic, fands
which does the converse. The implementatioaddptionis unclear and seems some-
what incompatible with a low-level language. As focus it allows some of what we
want (such as strong update in the presence of arbitrary aliasing), except for the fact that
the restrictions are much too severe, especially the one that requires the type change to
be limited to the scope of the construct.

In the work on Typed Assembly Language [12], the authors shows a simple way to
handle the problem of separating allocation from object initialization, without resorting
to any form of linearity, but this approach is inherently very limited and does not seem
to lend itself to any other application.

Wang and Appel [21] proposed to build a tracing garbage collector on top of a
region-based calculus, thus providing both type safety and completely automatic mem-
ory management. Their type system does not support existential packages, so they have
to rely on a closure conversion algorithm that represents closures as datatypes [19, 15].
This makes closures transparent, making it easy for the copy function to analyze, but it
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requires whole program analysis and has major drawbacks in the presence of separate
compilation. More importantly, their algorithm does not address the problems linked to
cycles or generations, and only presents an impractical treatment of forwarding point-
ers.

Monnier et al. [10] has shown how to use intensional type analysis [7] to solve the
more serious problems of Wang and Appel's work and to extend it to deal with a very
primitive form of generational collection, but which does not allow cycles or even any
form of destructive assignment on the part of the mutator.

Shao et al. [16] proposed to use CiC as the type calculus of programming language
S0 as to be able to manipulate explicit proofs. We reuse their idea with the same purpose
of allowing sophisticated type manipulation and arbitreagt operations.

7 Conclusion

We have presented a novel type system that offers an unusual flexibility to play with the
typing of memory locations. This type system offers the ability to choose any mix of
linear or intuitionistic typing of references and to change this choice over time to adapt
it to the current needs. It is able to handle strong update of memory locations even in the
presence of unknown aliasing patterns. The reliance on CiC allows very sophisticated
type manipulations.

We have shown how to use it to solve the difficult problem of type checking a
generational garbage collector, including proper handling of cycles and while allowing
the mutator to perform destructive assignment on reference cells. We have also shown
how to use this same type system to encode a stack of activation records inside a region.
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(sort) s ::= Kind | Kscm | Ext
(ptm) @ :=s| x| Az:p. 0| @ @ | Ha::cp..(p
| Ind(z: ©){#} | Ctor (i, ) | Elim[p, o] (»){F}

Fig. 7. Syntax of the calculus of inductive constructions.

A Calculus of constructions

The syntax of CiC is shown in Fig 7. Theterm corresponds to the abstraction of Me
calculus, and thél term is a dependent product type. When the bound variable does not
occur in the body, the product type is usually abbreviated as ¢. In the terminology
of pure type systemgsind, Kscm, andExt are the sorts.

CiC, as its name implies, extends the calculus of constructions with inductive defini-
tions. An inductive definition can be written in a syntax similar to that of ML datatypes.
For example, the following introduces an inductive definition of polymorphic lists:

Ind(List:Kind — Kind){nil : IIz.List z | cons : Ilz.x — List x — List z}

The logic also provides elimination constructs for inductive definitions, which com-
bine case analysis with a fixpoint operation. Objects of an inductive type can thus be
iterated over using these constructs. In order for the induction to be well-founded and
for iterators to terminate, a few constraints are imposed on the shape of inductive defini-
tions; most importantly, the defined type can only occur positively in the arguments of
its constructors.The calculus of inductive constructions has been shown to be strongly
normalizing [23], hence the corresponding logic is consistent.

In the remainder of this paper, we will use more familiar mathematical notation ,
rather than the strict definition of CiC syntax given in this section. For example, induc-
tive definitions will be presented in BNF format. We will, however, retainltheota-
tion, which can generally be read as a universal quantifier.

B Typing rules

The typing rules for the terms of our language are given here in Fig. 9 and 10. Those
rules use the two following auxiliary type functions:

upd p n @' = dmAtif (m=n) (¢ t) (p mt)

size(oy X 03) = size(o1) + size(oz)
size(3t:k.0) = size(o)

size(Ir € p.o) = size(o)

size(_) =1

The main judgments are:
- U;A;0;T Fwv:oif v has typer in the given environment.

— U:A;0;T F eif eis well-formed under the given environment.
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G—A AFT  FU AFO \IJ;@!—M]

o A AkFt:k Ao Q)
e FAt:k AbFxg:00,...,%n:0n
o it K e-v, iRk AF p—0;

F 0.0 — 000,y Um- — ©mn At py—00,...,p,— 0On

AFp:REk AFpi:REk AFp:Rk AFg:Nat—x— Q
Al p—p Ak p—(p,n)

Vi:0.m;—1. U000 M(v;j) : i j (¥(vs.5)) v,0FM U;0;e;0¢
W0 — (00,M0), -y Un — (@n,nn) E M - (M;0; Tse)

Fig. 8. Environment formation rules.

- U;A;0;T v +— o if v points to an object of type.

— o<o'if ois asubtype ob’.

- ©F pepif pisindeed one of.

— O+ ©'if © can be used in lieu dd because it contains the same regions with the
same types (but they can differ w.r.t. to region aliases).

The typing rules for environments are given in Fig. 8 together with the definition of
a well-formed machine state (M; ©; U;e).

B.1 Properties of the language

We state here a few lemmas used in the proof of type soundness. The proofs can be
found in the companion technical report [11]. Since our type language is CiC, we know
it is strongly normalizing and confluent.

The proofs of the lemmas below do not present any unusual difficulty, contrary to
what was the case in [10] where théden operator introduced a lot of extra trouble.
The substitution lemma for types turned out to be simpler than expected when substi-
tutingv for r ina® such ag{r —v,v—...}.

One annoyance is thalt; A;0;T + v : o has to be re-proven each tint is
changed. Luckily, reconstructing the new proof is simple sigds only used in those
rules in order to verify that the witness of a package of type j.o is indeed ing.

Lemma 1 (Subsumption).
Ifoao’and¥; A;0;T Fv:othenl; A;O; T oo

Lemma 2 (Deallocation).
If U:A;0;T + eandp ¢ Dom(©) then¥\p; A; O;T F e.

Lemma 3 (Substitution).
If U:A;0;T Fo:othen:

—fUA;0;T{z:0} v : o' thenU; A;O; T Fo'[v/x] : 0.
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U:A;0; T e

A0 Fov— V[ﬁi]{@'}(&’) —0
N

oGtk e+ e'[7/t] U A;0;T F o 2 04(5/1] U; A;e; o :int
U; A;0;T Fo[5](D) U; As;e: ' haltv

U A0 TFv:pnT
U;A;0,p—(p,n+1);T,z:Tatpnbe
U;A;0,p—(p,n); T Fletz = putfp, 7] vine

U:A;0;TFop:o U:A;0;T,z:0k e U:A;0;T e
U:A;0;TFletz:c =opine T; A; 0, p— (p,n); T F freergn p; e

U:A;0,p— (0, n);TFe AFp:Rk AFyp:Nat—x—Q

AF P:IL:0.n—1.T0t:k. (pit)<(p i 1) ;A r:RE;O,r—(p,0);T Fe

U A;0,p—(p,n); T Fcast[P] p— ¢;se U:A;0;T + letr = newrgn g ine

U;A;0,p—(p,n);TFov:Tatpm
U A;0, p—(o,n); TV 1" 7 size(yp' T) = size(p m 7)
U:A;0,p—(upd p m @', n);T ke

U:A;0,p—(p,n); T F setv Z e

U:A;0;T oI epo AFpi:REk A0 T Fov: 3t ko
U:Ar:RkK;0,r—p; T, z:0r/r'|Fe U:At:k;0;T, x:0ft/t]| e
U; A;0;T Flet (r,x) = openrgnvine U;A;0;T Flet (t,z) =openvine

AFp:Rk U;A;0,p—(9,0);T F e
U A t:Rk;0,p— (o,n); Ty z:tatp.0F er
U, A0, p—(p,n); T Fiffirst p (x,t . e1) (e2)

U A0 T Fvi—o 1= size o
U:A;0;THov:Tatp.m U A0, p—(p,m+1); T+ e
AFp:Rk ;A t:k;0,p— (o,n); Ty z:tatpom+1F e
U:A;0,p—(p,n); T ifnextv+i (z,t . e1) (e2)

Fig. 9. Static semantics of the language.

— fU;A;0;T{z:0} F ethen¥; A; O;T F efv/x].
If A ¢ : kthen:

— f U A{t:k};0;T Fv:othenU; Alp/t]; Olp/t];T[p/t] F v[e/t] : ole/t].
— IfU; A{t:k};0;T F ethenU; Alp/t]; Olp/t]; Tlp/t] F elp/t].

Lemma 4 (Type Preservation).
If - (M;0;%;e) and(M;0; U;e) = (M';0'; ¥/; ¢') thent (M';0"; 05 ¢').
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U A0 TFv:o
U A0 w0y

U:A;0;T Fn:int U A;0;T Fa:I(x) U A; 05T F (v1,v2) : 01 X 02

v.n € Dom(¥) = 7 = ¥(v.n) U, A;0;z0Fe
¥, A;0;'-vn:Tatvn U; A 0T F A[A{O}(@:0).e : V[A]{O}(3) — 0

U A;0; T Fw:olp/r]
AkFp:k U A;0;T vt ofp/t] AFp:Rk AFp,:Rk OFpecp
U, A;0;T F (p,v) : It:ko U, A;0;T - (p,v) : Irepo

[@I—peﬁ U A0 TFvi—o \II;A;@;IW—Op:Uj

pPER Okpicp O(p) = (¢, m) Ok Tat pin = olpi/p]
OFpep 9,pHﬁ#p€p_7 OFrTatpn—pnrT O,p—pkTatpni—o

U, A0 v :Tatp.n OFratpn—o U A0, 'Fv—o
U:A;0;TFvi—o U:A;0;T'Hgetv: o

U:A;0;T'Fv:or X o2 U;A;0;TFv:o AFP:o' <o
U, A;0;T - mov: oy U; A;0; T+ cast[P]v: o

(er™p Ars:tk  OFO  oao]

O Hve p; Aok Al—c_fzﬁi[a/t]
0, p—(p,n) Hive p O,p—pHep Al—a,c'f:t:n,ﬁ{
or o OFO OFpeyp OFr o
-0  O,p—(p,n) k0, p—(p,n) OF O, pp O,p—p F O
o140} 02 404 ﬁCﬁ oo’
odo 01 X 02407 X 04 Irepo<Irep .o

Fig. 10. Typing values and operations, with auxiliary rules.

Lemma5 (Progress).

If = (M;0;T;e) then eithere = halt v or there exists a stateM’; ©’; ¥’; ¢’) such
that (M;9; U;e) = (M';0';¥/;¢').

Lemma 6 (Complete Collection).

If - (M;0;%;e)and(M;0; ¥;e) =* (M';0;V;¢)

andYv.n € Dom(M) . v € Dom(©) thenVv.n € Dom(M') . v € Dom(©’).

In particular, if ¢’ = halt v thenM’ = e.
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